smclents who fall in school are at Gre(

risk of paverty, welfare dependency,
arceration, and early death. Wit

3 gwmg every student
irne-and: :.upp@lt needed
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the help they need. Instead. schools
should provide rarpeted and systematic
interventions 1o ¢l students as soon as
they demanstrate the need. From one-
room schoolhouses on the frozen uadra
ol Alaska to la
schools, hund
United States are
of these proven practices.

In light of this tact, why are so many
schools and districts straggling Lo reap

urhan sece

ating the potenti

" the benefits of RTT? Senie schools mis-

takenly-view RTT as merely u new way
to qualify students for special cducation.
focusing their efforts on trying 4 few
token reguiar educarion interventions




before relerring strugaling students for
traditional special education testing and
placement. Others are implementing
RTI from a compliance perspecuve.
doing just enough Lo meet mandates
and stay legal. For still others, their RTI
eflfors are driven by a desire to raise test
scores, which too ofien leads o prac-
tices that are counterproductive (o the
vuiding principles of RTL Far too many
schools lind the cultural beliels and
essential practices of RTI such a radical
departure from how schools have func-
toned lor the past cemury that they are
uncomlorable and unwilling 1o commi
10 the levet of change necessary e

succeed. Finally. some schools refuse to
rake respansibility for student learning,
instead opting to blame kids, parents,

lack of funding, or society in general for

students’ [ailures.

Although the specific obstacles vary,
the underlying cause of the problem is
the satne: Tao many schools have faited
10 develop the correct thinking about
Response to Intervention. This has led
them o implement some ol the right
practices far the wrong, reasons.

The Wrong Questions
The questions an organization tries o
answer auide and shape that organiza-

tion’s thinking. Unfortunately, far ioo
many schoals and districts are asking
the wrong questions, like these.

How do we raise our test scoves?
Although high-stakes testing 15 an
undeniable reality in public education,
this is a fatally flawed initial question
that.can lead 1o incorrect thinking. For
example, many districts that focus first
on raisingtest scores have concluded
that they need strictly enforced pacing
guides for each course o ensure that
teachers are teaching all required siate
standards before the high-siakes state
tests. Usually, these guides delermine
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exactly how many days
each teacher has 1o reach

a specilic standard. Such
thinking makes total sense
if the goal is to teach all
the material beflore the
state assessments, bur it
makes no sense il the goal
is to have all students learn
essential standards, This

in itself is problematic
because, as Marzano (2001)
notes, “The sheer number
of standards is the biggest
impediment to imple-
menting standards” (p. 15).
Assigning arbitrary, pre-
determined amounts of
time Lo specific learning
outcomes guarantees that
students who need addi-
tional tirae to learn will

be left in the wake as the
teacher races to cover the
material.

This faulty thinking also
leads to misguided inier-
vention decisions, such as
focusing school resources
primarily on the "bubble
kids™ who are stightly
below proficient. Admin-
istrators who adopt this
policy conciude thar if these students
can improve, the school’s test scores
will likely make a substantial short-term
jump. Consequently, the students far
below basic ofien receive less help. This
is deerned acceplable, as the primary
goal of the school is to make adequate
yearly progress, and the lowest learners
are so far behind that providing them
intensive resources will likely not bring
about immediate gains in the school’s
stale assessment rankings.

How do we “implement” RTI?
Frequently, we have worked with
schools that view RT[ as a mandated
program that they must “implement.”

Consequently, they create an abundance
of implementation checklists and rime
lines. Like obedient soldiers, site edu-
cators take their RTT marching orders
and begin to complete the items on
their RTT to-do list, such as adminis-
tering a universal screening assessment,
regrouping students in tieved araups, or
creating a tutorial period.

Such an approach is fraught with
pitfalls. Firse, it tends te redice RT1 to
single actions w accomplish. instead of
angeing processes to improve teaching
and learning. In addition. this approach
fails to understand that whar we ask
educators o “do” in RT1 are not ends
in themselves, but means o a end. In
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other words, a school's goal
should not be o admin-
ister a 1miversal screening
assessient in reading but
to ensure that all students
ave able to vead proficiently
To achieve this geal. it
would be essential to start
by measuring each student’
current reading level, thus
providing vital information
to identify at-risk students
and diflerentiate initial
instruction.

How do we stay legal?
Because RT1 was part of
the reautharizarion of the
Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement
Act {IDEIA) in 2004,
many schools view its
implementation hron the
perspective ol legal com-
pliance. This concern is
understandable, as special
ecucation is by far the
most litigated element of
public education, and the
potential costs of being out
ol compliance or losing a
fair hearing can cripple a
district.

Unlortunately, a large number of
schoels and distnets are making RTT
unreasanably burdensome. We lind
many districts creating unnecessartly
complicated, laborious documentation

B SIS FTZUGH

processes for every level of student
intervention, in fear that che data may
he needed semeday il a specific student
requires special education services.
Teachers tell us that they oflen decicle
against recommending students lor
interventions “because it's nol worth
the paperwork.” Other weachers com-
plain that they “hate™ RTI because thev
spend more e [illing out lorms than
working with at-risk students. We have
also warked with disiricts that refuse o



begin implementing RTT until there is

a greaier depth of legal inlerpretation
and case precedent; all the while, their
tracitional special education sexvices are
achieving woelully insufficient results in
student learning,

If there is one thing that traditional
special education has taught us, it's that
staying compliant does not necessarily
lead 1o improved student learning-—in
fact. the oppasite 1s more cflien the case.
since the creation of special education
in 1975, we have spent billions of
dollars and millions of hours on special
cducation-—making sure we meel
time fnes. [ill out the correct [orms,
check the correci boxes. and secure the
proper signatures. A vast majoriey ol
schoals are compliant, but are students
learning?

Consider these facts:

m In the United States, the special

education redesignation rate (the rate
at which students have exited special
educarion and retumed to general
education} is only 4 percent (U.S.
Departiment of Educarion, 1994).

n According te the U.S5. Department
of Education, the graduation rate of stu-
dents with special needs is 57 percent
(National Cenier on Secondary Edu-
cation and Transition [NCSET], 2006).

n It is estimated that up to 30 percent
of the ULS. prisen population were iden-
ified as students with special needs in
school (NCSET, 20006).

There is Little evidence to suggest that
greater levels of legal compliance lead
to grealer levels af learning. 1l schools
or districts would like to stay legal, they
should start by focusing on student
learning; parents ravely file lor a fair
hearing hecause their child is leaming
(oo much.

What’s wrong with

this kid?

At most schools, when

a student struggles in
the regular education
program. the school’s
first systemaric response
is to reler the student for
special education testing,
Traditionally, schools
have believed thar “failure
to succeed in a general
education program
meant the student must,
therefore, have a dis-
ahility” (Prasse, 2009).
Rarely does special edu-
cation testing assess the
effectiveness and quality
of the teaching that the
student has received.

RT1 is built on & polar
opposite approach: When
a student struggles, we assurme that we
are not teaching him or her correctly;
as a result, we turn opur attention to
finding better ways to meet the student’s
specific learning needs. Unless schools
are able to move beyond this flawed
question, it is unlikely that they will
ever see RT1 as anything more thar a
new way to identify studerus for special
education.

& SUSIE FITZHUGH

The Right Questions

Schaols cannot succeed by doing the
right things for the wrong reasans. So
what are the right questions that should
lead our wark?

What is the fundamental purpose

of our schoal?

QOur schools were nol built so educators
would have a place 10 work each day,
ner da they exist so thal our government
officials have lacations to administer
high-stakes standardized tests each
spring. 1/ we peel away the vanous layers
al local, state. and lederal mandates. the
core mission of every school shonld be
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to provide every student with the skills
and knowledge needed (o be a seli-
sufficient, successful adult.

Ask parents what they want school
to provide their child, and it is doubtful
the answer would be, *T just want my
child to seore prolicient on state A55€55-
ments,” or “I wani my child o master
standard 2.2.3 this year.” Learning
specilic academic standards and passing
state tests are meaningless if the student
does not become an intelligent, respon-
sible adull who possesses the knowledge
and quality of character o live a happy.
rewarding adult lile.

What lnowledge and skills will our
children need to be successful adults?
Gone are the days when the only skills
a child needed 1o become a successful
adult were a desire 1o work and some
“elhow grease.” Today's economy 15
driven by technalogy. innovation. and
service, Because technolegy and hunian
knowledye are changing at faster and
faster rates, the top 10 m-demand
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jobs today probably didn't exist five

or six years ago (Gunderson, Jones,

& Scanland, 2004). Our high school
graduates will most likely change
careers at least [our times by the age of
40—not jobs or emplayers, but careers.
Alvin Tolller has been said ro have sug-
aested that, because of this acceleration
of human knowledge, the definition

ol iliterate in the 21st cerury will not
be “Can a person read and write?” but
rather “Can a person leain, unlearn,
and relearn?”

How do we prepare students for jobs
that don’t exist? How do we teach our
students knowledge that we've nol yet
discovered? Teaching them compre-
hension and computation skills will
1ot be enough—they need to be able o
analvze, synthesize, evaluate. compare
and contrast. and manipulate and apply
information. We will erade our chil-
dren’s and world’s future by limitmg
our vision 1o teaching only the skills
and knowledge presented in our state
ASSESSIMETIHS.

e

What must we do

fo mahe learning

a reality for every
student?

1f we ook the research
on eflecrive teaching
and learning and con-
densed i into a simple
forrnula [or learning, 1t
would look like this:

Targered Instruction: +
Time = Learning,

Because learning
styles and instruc-
tional needs vary from
student to student,
we must pravide each
student with targeted
instruction—that is,
teaching practices
designed to meet his or
her individual learning
needs. We also know
thar students don't all learn at the same
speed. Some will need more time (¢
fearn. That is the purpose of RTl—to
systematically provide every stuclent
with the additional time and support
needed to learn at high levels.

Transforming the Tiers

1l a schaol has asked the right ques-
tions, then how would this new way af
thinking affect a school's RT1 efforts?
Quite honestly, it would translorm
every ter.

Tier 1
I Tier 1, the school would start by
ensuring that every student has access
to rigovous, grade-level curriculum and
highly ellective initial teaching, The
process al determimng essential student
learning outcornes would shiit from
trying to cover all required standards 10
2 mare narrow focus on standards that
all students must master Lo be able o
succeed in the [unure

A collective response will be required



to ensure that alf students learr:. so
ieacher teams would work collabara-
tively 1o definc each essential standard.
deconstruct Lhe standard inte discrete
fearning 1argets (determine what each
student must be able o know and do
1o demonstrate proficiency); identily
the prior skills needed to master the
standard: consider how to assess stu-
dents an cach 1arget; and create a scope
and sequence for the learning targets
that would govern their pacing. Schools
may continue o use such resaurces as
textbooks as primary Tier I resources,
but only by selecting those sections that
align to what the team of reachers has
determined 10 be essential for all stu-

dents Lo master.

Although we agree that schools
should implement scientifically
research-based resources, we also know
that not all students learn the same way.
Iy addition, because not all students
{earn ar the same speed, we would plan
llexible time into our master schedule to
allow [or reteaching essential standards
for students who require it as well as
providing enrichment learning for stu-
dents who have already demonstrated
mastery. To achieve these collective
Tier | outcomes, we firmty believe that
the only way for an organizarion to
successfully implement RTI practices
ie within the prolessional learning com-
munity (PLC) model (Buffum, Mattos,
& Weber, 2000).

The school would understand that
differentiation for individual student
needs canuot be optional at Tier 1.
Whether in an elementary math lesson
or a secondary social studies lesson,
teachers must scaffold content. process,
and product on the basis of student
needs, setring aside time Lo weet with
small groups of students 10 address gaps
in learning.

The direct. explicit instruction maodel
contains the structures through which
differentiation can take place. This
thinking, contradicts the appreach taken
by many schools that have purchased
a research-based core instructional
program and dictated that this program
constities the enfy instrucnonal
material that tcachers can use. This
quest for fidelity somwciimes becomes
s rigid that each teacher is required to
teach thie same lesson. on the same day.
[ollowing the same scnipi.

Tier 2
At Tier 2, the school would use ongoing
[ormative assessment Lo identify stu-
dents in need of additional support, as
well as to target each student’s specific
learning needs. In addition, teachets
waould create commaon assessrEents to
compare results and determine which
instructional practices were most and
least effective in Tier 1. Giving students
more of what didn't work in Tier 1 is
rarely the right intervention!

Most Tier 2 interventions would
be delivered through small-group
mstruction using strategies that divectly
target a skill deficit. Research has
shown that smali-group instruction
can be highly eflective in helping
students master essential learnings
{D¥Agostine & Murphy, 2004; Vaughn,
Gersten. & Chard, 2000).

Intervention is most effective when
the intervenrions are timely, suuctured,

and not mandatory; [ocused on the
cause of a student’s struggles racher
than on a symptom (for example. a
letter grade); administered by a trained
professional; and part of a system that
puarantees that these practices apply
neo matter which teacher a student is
assigned 1o (Buffum, Mattos, & Weber,
2009). Finally, because the best inter-
vention is prevention, the effective RTI
school would use universal screening
data 1o identify students lacking the pre-
requisite skills [or an essential standard
and then provide targeted Tier 2 or
Tier 3 support before delivering core
instruction on that standard.

Tier 3
At Tier 3, we would start by guar-
anteeing that all students in need of
intensive support would receive this
help in addition to core instruction—unot
in place of it. Il our goal is to ensure that
all students learn at high levels, then
replacing core instruction with remedial
assistance not only fails to achieve this
outcome, but also tracks at-risk studernts
into below-grade-level curriculum.

Because Tier 3 siudents ofien have
multiple needs, intensive heip must be
individualized, based on a preblem-
solving approacl. It is unlikely that a
single program will meer the needs of
a student in Tier 3, as many of these
students are like knots, with multiple
difficulties that tangle together to form
a lump of [ailure. Because of this, a
school focused on meeting the needs of
every student would develop a problem-
salving team, composed of a diverse
group of education experts who can
address the students” social, emotianal,
and learning needs. The purpose af this
tearn would nat be to determine what is
wrong, with the student bur o identily
the specific needs the student still
experiences afler Tier 2 intervention,
quantify thent, and determine how 1o
meet rther.

Schoals need to deliver Tier 3 inier-
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ventions with greaier intensity than
Tier 2 interventions. They can da this
by mercasing both the duration and
lrequency of the intervention and
lowering the student—teacher ratio
(Mellard. 20040, At Tier 3, it is also
important Lo quantify the student's
specific learning needs. 1t wouid not be
enough Lo say that a stadent’s prablem
is “reading.” Instead. a school team
might find that a 2nd grade student is
reading grade-level passages at a rate
of 20 words read correctly (WRC) per
minute compared wath the expectation
of 45 WRC for 2nd grade students at
that point in the school year.

Il a schoal diligently applies these
pracrices, a vast majority of students
will never need Lo be referred for special
educaiion testing. When all students
have guaranteed Gecess o rigorous cur-
riculum and eflective initial teaching,
targeted and gmely supplemental
support, and personalized intensive
support [rom highly trained educators.
few will experience failure (Sornson,
Frosi, & Burns, 2003). In the rare case
that this level of support does not meet
a specific students’ needs, the student
may indeed have a learning disability.
In this case, special education identili-
cation would be fair and appropriate.

Although the purpose of RTT is
not special education identitication. a
schoal will identify far fewer studeats
[or these services il they ask the right
questions and take preveniative sleps.

€L online

Find out how a Texas school
district implemented RTI in the
online-only article, “Doing RTI
Right” by Mechelie Bryson,
Angela Maden, Laurin Mosty,
and Susan Schultz, available at
www.ascd.org/publications
/educational-leadership/octi0/
vol68inumd2/Doing-RT1-Right
.aspx

Schootls that fail to do so will contmue
to blame students [or failing, which
will perpetuate the overidentification
of munority, English language learning,
and economically disadvantaged stu-
dents into special education.

Doing the Right Work
for the Right Reasons
The secret Lo capturing the right way
ol thinking about RTT comes down to
answering this question: Why are we
implementing Response o Intervention?
The answer lies in why we joined this
prafession in the first place—to help
children. Our work must be driven by
the knowledge that our collaborative
elforts will help determine the success
or failure of our students. RT1 should
not be a progiam to raise student test
scores, but rather a pracess Lo realize
students” hopes and dreams. 1t should
not be a way to meet staie mandates,
but a means to serve humanity. Once
we understand the urgency ol our work
and embrace this noble cause as our
fundamental purpose, how could we
possibly ailow any student Lo (ail? E1
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